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Another Recall Involving Ford, Firestone Tires and S.U.V/s
By D AJ/NV HAKIM

ETROIT, Feb. 26 - Auto safety regulators said on Thursday that Bridgestone/Fi restone North
America had begun the first tire recall since the government started using a new early warning
system created in the wake of the rollover problems o f Ford Explorers equipped with Firestone tires in
the late 1990’s,

D

The latest recall again involves both Firestone and the Ford Motor company. About 290,000 Firestone
tires will be replaced on Ford Excursion sport utility vehicles; the move comes after accidents that have
been linked to five deaths. A Ford official said the tires, which were made at a plant in Joliette, Quebec,
were used on about 80,000 Ford Excursions, including 2000,2001,2002 and some early 2003 models.
The tires are Steeltex Radial A/T tires in size LT265/75R16, Load Range D.
While the size o f the recall is small in comparison with the millions o f Wilderness tires recalled by Ford
and Firestone in 2000 and 2001, it raised fresh questions about Bridgestone/Firestone North America, a
Nashville-based division of the Bridgestone Corporation o f Japan.
Three years ago, Ford ended its nearly century-long relationship with Firestone after tread separations
and failures o f Wilderness tires led to 271 deaths in rollovers. Since then, questions have been raised
about the 41 million Steeltex tires Firestone produced, which were used on the Excursion, Ford’s largest
sport utility vehicle, as well as 15-passenger vans, motor homes and ambulances.
The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration ended an inquiry into the Steeltex tires in 2002,
concluding they did not perform appreciably worse than a competitor's tires, Later that year, a personal
injury lawyer, Joseph Lisoni, pressed the traffic safety agency to reopen its investigation, but his
petition was denied last year.
Mr. Lisoni, who represents several plaintiffs who were injured or whose family members were injured
or killed in accidents involving Steeltex tires, is seeking to have class-action status granted for all
people who bought vehicles with Steeltex tires.
The recall o f just one type of Steeltex tire on Thursday, which Firestone referred to as a "voluntary
safety campaign,” was prompted by the new early warning system, which requires manufacturers to
submit a variety of data each quarter to the government, The first data came in December and disclosed
three recent accidents that led to five deaths and four other accidents that led to injuries.
"They submit information about warranty claims, crashes, injuries, fatalities, lawsuits and so on,” said
Rae Tyson, a spokesman for the traffic safety agency, "And all of that together suggested there might be
an issue there worth closer examination.”
He added that the agency had been prepared to open a formal investigation before the company took its
htip://www.nytimes.coin/2004/02/27/business/27tire.html?pagewanted*:prm(&position=
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own action.
"They asked us if we could sit down and review the data and discuss it before we opened the
investigation," Mr. Tyson said. "They came in on the 17ih o f February and, at that point» indicated a
willingness to conduct a replacement campaign.’'
He said the agency had reviewed data on other Steeltex tires and did not find any indication o f a
problem.
Chris Karhowiak, a spokeswoman fox Firestone, said; "I’m not sure I want to characterize it as a
problem. What we're doing is taking an action based on trend data to avoid a problem in the future.1'
She said the issue with one Steeltex tire type had no bearing on others.
"Steeltex is a brand name that covers over 103 different lines of tires - different applications, different
purposes, different vehicles," she said.
Mr, Lisoni, the lawyer, said: "This is a design defect, not a manufacturing defect The Steeltex is just
the big brother o f the Wilderness. The Wilderness went on the Explorer, smaller cars and trucks. The
Steeltex goes on your bigger tracks, 15-passenger vans, Ford Club W agons/1
Joan Ciaybrook, the president o f the consumer group Public Citizen and the former head of the traffic
safety agency, said the action showed the new system worked, but she added that it raised questions
about why the problem was not disclosed by Firestone until it had to turn data over to the government.
Ms. Karhowiak said: “We had been reviewing the data since the end o f last year, beginning o f this year,
and were in a position to present to them the information that we had. It was clear they were
comfortable we were moving this in the right direction."
Mr, Lisoni says he has three former Firestone workers who are willing to describe the company's
practices or have already done so in court. One o f them, a Firestone employee for nearly 30 years
named George Rios, said in an interview on Thursday that he had worked as a lab technician, a
production supervisor and a quality inspector at a plant near Nashville.
He said a drive to reduce costs led the company to cut back on quality technicians and engineers
qualified to inspect the tires and compromised the quality of the tires. He also said rubber used in tires
was sometimes not tested before being shipped out,
"I had complained to them that the test procedures they used were inadequate," he said. "These issues I
was trying to bring up, nobody paid attention to."
Dan MacDonald, a company spokesman, said Firestone’s cost-cutting was "aimed at productivity
improvement, efficiency improvements and quality improvements."
"Everything that was done was subjected to rigorous testing," he said, "If they didn’t have the same or
better quality than what
were already using, then we didn't use it."
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The ambulance's back tire blew out
on Interstate 24 on the way to
Nashville to deliver a patient to a
convalescent home in August.
The Bradley County EMS crew
pulled it off and discovered that the
tread from a Firestone Steeltex tire
had separated, damaging a wheel
well.
"We went to a Wal-Mart and got a
lire," said Bradley County EMS
Director Dan Lawson. "It wasn't a 10ply raxed tire, but we got one on so we
could complete the trip."
A few weeks later, another Steeltex
blew out on a second ambulance. This
time a road service company had to
be called to get the ambulance up and
running again. The department
decided to replace all its Firestone
tires with a different brand, and it
hasn't had any trouble since,
"I didn't think we could afford to
transport patients and have it blow on
the front," Lawson said. "It wasn't
worth it to'us."
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The Cleveland, Tenn.-based agency is
among a growing number of
emergency agencies and recreational
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vehicle owners who have had
problems with Firestone Steeltex tires
and have chosen to replace them.
A federal agency found no problem
with Steeltex tires two years ago.
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But a California law firm is pressing
its case against Nashville-based
Bridgestone Americas Holding Inc.,
claiming the tires are defective
because the company scrimped on
materials and cut comers in the
manufacturing process to save money.
Bridgestone/Firestone says it did not
reduce quality for the sake of
efficiency. And it says the law firm,
Lisoni & Lisoni of Pasadena, is
relying on remarks from “an admitted
disgruntled former employee" of the
company's La Vergne testing lab.
A hearing scheduled Wednesday in a
California state court will determine
whether a lawsuit brought by Lisoni
& Lisoni on behalf of a California
recreational vehicle owner can grow
into a national class-action lawsuit
against the company.
"It's hugely important from Firestone's
perspective," Vanderbilt University
law professor Richard Nagareda said
of Wednesday's hearing.
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Certifying the lawsuit as a class action
probably would result in another
multimillion-dollar settlement for the
Nashville tiremaker, he said. The
company only recently returned to
profitability after recalling more than
17 million pickup and sport utility
vehicle tires between 2000 and 2003.
It would add 5 million plaintiffs to the
suit, said Joseph Lisoni, the attorney
pressing for the class-action
certification.

Adv. Search

http://www.tennessean.com/local/archives/04/02/47271591.shtml7ElementJDM7271591

2/22/2004

02/29/2004 15:34 FAX

626 577 0310

LISONI & LISOHI

@ 003/012

Firestone in dispute over safety of another tire - Sunday, 02/22/04

Back issues
Site Map
Corrections

There are about 30 million Steeltex
tires on the road, Lisoni said. The
Steeltex comes as standard equipment
on 71 vehicles, including emergency
vehicles, large pickups and
recreational vehicles. Each has an
average of six tires.
The National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration has received more
than 1,000 complaints about Steeltex
tires, including reports of 58 injuries
and 13 deaths, agency spokesman Rae
Tyson said.
But NHTSA backs up the company's
claims that Steeltex tires are not
defective. The federal agency, which forced Bridgestone/Firestone to recall
millions of Firestone Wilderness AT tires in 2000 and 2001, found no defect
in Steeltex tires after an 18-month investigation that ended in 2002.
The agency found that the Steeltex tire had a lower failure rate than a
competing brand that wasn't under investigation. NHTSA declined to
identify the competing brand, noting that its failure-rate information was
confidential because it wasn't under investigation.
In June, the agency refused Lisoni's request to reopen the Steeltex
investigation, saying that Lisoni had failed to show there was significant
additional evidence to warrant reopening the matter.
The Steeltex failure rate was 28 per million in 2002 and it was 31 per million
when NHTSA refused to reopen the investigation, based on warranty claims
provided by the company.
Lisoni, in his arguments, has pointed to a 1994 memo that calls for cost
cutting measures at Bridgestone/Firestone's tire plants. And he has enlisted a
former lab technician who worked in the company's La Vergne testing lab,
which handled tires related to consumer complaints, and who says the cost
cutting lowered tire quality.
Bridgestone/Firestone spokesman Dan MacDonald said the lawsuit was
taking the memo out of context. And Bridgestone/Firestone, like most
manufacturing companies, routinely strives to find ways to improve
productivity and lower costs as a way to remain competitive.
The company never lowered product quality while finding ways to do things
more efficiently, MacDonald said.
Joan Claybrook, head of the consumer watchdog group Public Citizen, who
attended a presentation made by Lisoni to NHTSA, said she was not
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convinced that the agency should
have reopened the probe,
"I don’t think a good case was made to reopen it, although one could have
been/' said Claybrook, who was NHTSA administrator under President
Carter.
Ex-employee assists case
Part of the evidence Lisoni submitted was the 1994 memo from thenBridgestone/Firestone President Masatoshi Ono, which called for using lessexpensive materials in tire production, among other measures.
Lisoni said the memo and minutes of a meeting in February 1995 that talked
of specific action being contemplated to implement the program show that
the company scrimped on materials and quality testing in an effort to pay off
the debt generated when Bridgestone Corp. o f Japan bought Firestone Tire
Sc Rubber Inc. in 1988.
”We need to lower our development and production costs dramatically,
including costs for materials, conversion costs, and costs for waste and
scrap," Ono’s July 25, 1994, memo said.
William Orr, a Murfreesboro resident and former lab technician who worked
for the company for 25 years before his dismissal in January 2001, said the
cost-cutting program, named "C-95," led to an increase in the number of tires
sent to the company's La Vergne testing lab.
Orr’s job was to prepare tire samples for analysis. As more defective tires
came into the lab, Orr said, his bosses lamented the effect that the cost
cutting program was having on their workload.
"In 1994, we had products we were proud of," Orr said. "By 1996,
everything was coming apart."
Bridgestone/Firestone has fought Lisoni's efforts, saying Orr is not a
qualified tire engineer. Orr's primary job was to dissect tires to produce
samples that engineers could analyze, MacDonald said.
"He was very good at cutting tires and taking them apart,” MacDonald said.
"He's not qualified to analyze tires and draw conclusions. He's not a trained
tire engineer."
In a statement filed with the court, Jack Loar, director o f process engineering
development with Bridgestone/Firestone, said that the company used
different, less-expensive materials only if they had no impact on product
performance. "For example," he said, "Firestone's raw materials
requirements often include detailed specifications for packaging and color,
neither of which has an impact on the properties or performance of the
finished tire."
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Orr handled few Steeltex tires in La
Vergne, which primarily makes bus
tires and tires for heavy trucks, such
as 18-wheelers, MacDonald said,
'Whistle-blower' accused
Orr, however, says he was fired
because he became a vocal critic of
the company’s cost-cutting efforts
after he returned from a fact-finding
trip to California in August 2000 as
part o f the company's response to
government concerns about the
Wilderness AT tire line.
Orr took his complaints to Japanese
executives after he felt that U.S.
executives were ignoring his
observations, which he said led to the
company labeling him a troublemaker
and building a case to fire him.

Key dates in fight
over tire safely
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The company says Orr was fired amid
allegations that he took $7,000 from a
tire dealer that was supposed to go
toward paying the dealer's
outstanding bill.
"He's an admitted disgruntled former
employee,” MacDonald said. ■
The company has sued Orr and the
tire dealer in Rutherford County
Chancery Court, but no criminal
charges were brought against Orr. The
company also tried to block Orr from
collecting state unemployment
benefits after he was fired, but Orr
won that fight.
The tire dealer accused
Bridgestone/Firestone of using
strong-arm tactics in building a case
against Onr and, in a sworn affidavit
filed with the court, denied that he
ever gave Orr any money.

t•

hnilliohwfipB still

Sept 29,2O0O:NHTSA opens
pr^liminary.investigation'of.

Ken Burger, a Murfreesboro attorney
who represents Orr in that lawsuit,
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said the company fabricated the
allegations against Orr and fired him
in an effort to intimidate him.

-------- T o d a y 's Top S to rie s --------

* New high-rise will bring city full circle

"If they thought he stole $7,000, why
didn't they prosecute him?" Burger
asked last week.
Orr said the lawsuit against him was
filed after CBS News called
Bridgestone/Firestone officials to
respond to allegations Orr made to a
CBS producer, Orr filed a "whistle
blower" counterclaim to chat lawsuit,
alleging he was fired for voicing
concerns about Firestone tires. That
case is still pending in Rutherford
County.

1 firestone in dispute over safety of
another tire
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Lisoni is using Orr as an expert
witness in the California case as well
as in several other lawsuits filed in
federal and state courts across the
country.
Many agencies switch tires
While both sides battle it out,
Firestone Steeltex tires continue to be
replaced, especially on emergency
vehicles. Lisoni has identified 175 ambulance services in the country that
have replaced Steeltex tires with a competing brand after tread separations
and accidents. Seven of those contacted by The Tennessean reported no tire
problems after replacing the Steeltex tires.
Limestone County Medical Center in Groesbeck, Texas, blames a tread
separation on an accident in 2000 that destroyed one o f its ambulances. After
three more tread separations, the medical center replaced all o f the Firestone
tires on its ambulances.
The medical center has a new ambulance on order, said EMS Director Mike
Thompson. "If it has any kind of Firestone tire on it, it won’t be coming
here."
The North Blanco County, Texas, EMS feels the same way. Maintenance
Director Art Daniel said the agency took tires back to the dealer because o f a
slow leak. The problem turned out to be dry rot in a valve stem, he said, but
the tire technician noticed cracks in the tires that were the early stages of
separation and the dealer offered to replace three tires.
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Daniel said the agency felt like it got the runaround from
Bridgestone/Firestone and Ford Motor Co. when it wouldn't replace all six
tires, The agency decided to just replace all the tires with another brand.
When Bridgestone/Firestone later relented and gave the agency six new
tires, the Firestone tires wer.e sold at a garage sale with the warning that they
were being sold as is.
"I just don’t want them," Daniel said of Firestone tires.
Ruling could have big impact
MacDonald said the company was not aware of any particular problems with
Steeltex tires on ambulances. A few cases have been reported, he said, and
when the company investigated, it found that in most cases the problems
stemmed from how the tires had been maintained.
Much of the information that has been reported about the ambulance tires
has been anecdotal and there's no clear pattern o f problems with the tires,
MacDonald said.
In Tennessee, Bradley County tried to get Bridgestone/Firestone to replace
all of its Steeltex tires, but the company refused.
"They said they wouldn't unless they were damaged," Lawson said. "I said
the others didn't look damaged. We inspect them every day, but they
separated."
Lisoni says many ambulance services have expressed interest in the
proposed class-action lawsuit. But not Bradley County's.
"We only had a few tires, so we just didn't pursue it. As a county
government, it wasn't hardly worth it," Lawson said.
The outcome of Wednesday’s decision will dictate how the case proceeds.
Both sides want a win because the outcome is enormous, Vanderbilt's
Nagareda said. For the plaintiffs, a class-action certification would mean that
the company most surely would settle the lawsuit. For
Bridgestone/Firestone, a decision not to certify the case as a national class
action would mean that each case would have to be handled separately in
state courts.
"They've been relatively successful in fending off efforts in other areas of
litigation involving their products to get nationwide class action certified,"
Nagareda said.
The company can be a formidable opponent, said Don Barrett, a Mississippi
attorney who also practices law in Nashville. Barrett sued
Bridgestone/Firestone over problems with Firestone Wilderness tires, and
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Firestone Initiates Safety Campaign
NASHVILLE, Tenn. (F eb ru ary 2 6 ,2004)-Bridgestone/Firestone N orth American Tire, LLC (BFNT)
today announced that it is initiating a voluntary safety campaign in the United States to replace
approximately 297,000 Steeltex Radial A/T tires in size LT265/75R16 LR D (Load Range D) on 20002002 and some early 2003 model year Ford Excursions. Consumers will receive free replacement tires.
Recent preliminary data reviewed as part o f the company’s early warning system suggests that there
could be an issue concerning the performance of these tires. Since these tires are not performing up to
the company’s expectations and in order to avoid any future problems, Firestone, in consultation with
the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) and in cooperation with Ford Motor
Company, will replace these tires to enhance safety and to ensure customer satisfaction. The
performance of these tires differs from other Steeltex tires, which continue to perform well in the field
even in difficult duty applications.
“At Firestone, safety is our No. 1 priority. The TRJEAD Act and its implementation by NHTSA raised
the bar for tire safety, a goal we share and support,” said Mike Kane, BFNT vice president, quality
assurance. “Our early warning systems now allow us to identify potential issues more quickly and rake
swift action to avoid future problems.”
The tires were manufactured in Joliette, Quebec, beginning in March 1999 through December 2002.
Firestone no longer manufactures the Steeltex Radial A/T size LT265/75R16 LR D and will replaoe
these tires at no charge to consumers with Steeltex Radial A/T tires in size LT265/75R16 LR E (Load
Range E). In order to ensure that the program can be concluded quickly, Firestone will also offer
consumers Steeltex R4SII LR E and Bridgestone Duravis M773II LR E tires.
Ford and Firestone also will utilize the following competitive tires as additional replacements: Pirelli
Scorpion AT, Pirelli Scorpion STR and BFGoodrich Rugged Trail TA. Replacements will be available
at authorized participating Firestone retailers and Ford dealerships. Firestone and Ford are working
together to expedite tire supply to complete this campaign as quickly as possible,
• Consumer toll-free hotline: For questions and additional information about how to identify the tires
covered under this program and where to get free replacements, consumers may contact Firestone toll
free at: 1-800-465-1904 or Ford toll free at: 1-800-392-3673.
• Notification letter: Everyone who purchased a Ford Excursion fitted with the tires covered under this
campaign will receive a letter from Firestone announcing the safety campaign. Every effort also will be
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made to identify customers who have purchased tires covered by this program as replacements for tires
originally installed on their Ford Excursion in order to advise them o f the campaign by mail. Upon
receipt of the letter, customers should take the vehicle to any authorized participating Firestone retailer
or their Ford dealer to receive tree replacement tires.
• Web site: Information about how to identify and replace the tires covered by this campaign as well as
frequently asked questions can be found at www.firestone.com.
• Firestone retailer: Firestone encourages consumers who have a Ford Excursion and think they may
have the tires covered by this campaign to bring their vehicle to any authorized participating Firestone
retailer for a free inspection and replacement, if appropriate.
In a related action, Firestone will replace approximately 20,000 of the same tires on Ford Excursions of
the same model years that were exported,
Regardless o f the tire or vehicle, proper tire inflation is important to safe motor vehicle operation. Tire
inflation recommendations for Excursions appear on a label located on the driver’s door latch pillar. For
gasoline-powered Excursions, Ford recommends 45 psi front and 55 psi rear. For diesel-powered
Excursions, Ford recommends 50 psi front and 55 psi rear. In addition to these inflation pressure
recommendations, some Excursions also have a label (located on the inside edge o f the driver’s door),
allowing for a lower inflation pressure for “improved ride” under light load conditions and giving
instructions on proper use of that setting. Ford advises customers that the “improved ride” setting does
not apply to the replacement tires and, therefore, the label will be removed when the tires are replaced.
Nashville-based Bridgestone/Firestone North American Tire, LLC is a subsidiary o f Bridgestone
Americas Holding, Inc., whose parent company, Bridgestone Corporation, is the world’s largest tire and
rubber company. BFNT develops, manufactures and markets Bridgestone, Firestone, Dayton and
associate and private brand tires. The company is focused on wholesale and original equipment markets,
supplying passenger, light truck, commercial vehicle, off-road, agricultural and other tires to its
customers in North America.
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
Contact;

PACE International Union Calls for
Bridgestone Firestone Steeltex Tires
To Be Recalled
Nashville, T enn. - February__, 2004 - - The 300,000 member Paper, Allied-Industrial,
Chemical is supporting a law firm's efforts to have Bridgestone/Firestone Steeltex tires recalled
by the National Highway Transportation Safety Administration.

Lisoni and Lisoni, the law firm in Pasadena, California heading this effort, has questioned the
components used to manufacture the tires. Carbon black, one of the components, is a bonding
material, and defective carbon black can cause tread separation.
Goodyear filed suit against Continental Carbon in May of 2003 for the alleged delivery of
defective carbon black. Goodyear severed its business relationship and refused shipments from
Continental Carbon prior to the filing of the lawsuit. Goodyear allegedly discovered the defective
carbon black through its own independent testing. Not all of Continental Carbon’s customers
conduct separate testing and rely on Continental Carbon to provide carbon black that meets
customers’ specifications.
PACE believes that both Cooper Tire and Bridgestone/Firestone also received shipments of
defective carbon black from Continental Carbon but have continued their business relationship
that may be putting their customers and shareholders at risk.
PACE represents workers in Ponca City, Oklahoma who have been locked-out for nearly three
years by Taiwanese-owned Continental Carbon Company, one of Bridgestone/Firestones main
carbon black suppliers. The union has charged that Continental Carbon replaced experienced
workers with a cut-rate workforce resulting in high turnover at the Ponca City plant, the
company’s largest manufacturing facility.
Recently, a Cooper Tire representative, when questioned by PACE, stated that Continental
Carbon had addressed its quality issues when it terminated two disgruntled temporary employees
responsible for the production and shipment of defective carbon black. However, PACE believes
that high turnover and production problems at the Ponca City plant still plague the company.
In a recent article, Joseph Lisoni stated, “The number of people being injured or suffering
property damage is growing daily as we receive new reports of alleged defective tires from
consumers. As there are still nearly 30 million Steeltex tires out there on the road, it is imperative
they be recalled.'*
CBS Evening News has been conducting its own investigation of Steeltex tires, and its most
recent investigatory report appeared on its February 5,h national broadcast.
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“Many Steeltex tires are on emergency vehicles such as ambulances, and it i$ disturbing that
persons already in peril may suffer a double jeopardy on their way to the hospital,” said Dr.
Joseph Drexler, PACE Director of Special Projects,. “It’s time that the National Highway
Transportation Safety Administration stops listening to Bridgestone/Firestone and start doing its
job to protect the public by taking Steeltex tires off the road.”
PACE represents 300,000 workers in the paper, oil, chemical, automotive parts, industrial
minerals, atomic energy and cement Industries. More information on the labor dispute can be
found at www.fightbackonline and www.oaceunion.
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